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The Right Stuff: Habitus and Embodied Virtue in
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
Alice F. Blackwell
Louisiana State University, Alexandria
One of the themes weaving in and out of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight is

that of virtue: Gawain’s shield proclaims his virtue, yet at the end of the Green
Chapel scene, he exclaims vice has destroyed his virtue, leaving him “faulty and
false.” This scene has troubled critics and students, however, for many consider
his reaction excessive for his default on the rules of a courtly game. The present
paper contends that the notion of virtue written for Gawain naturalizes embodied
virtue. While both religious and lay writers tended to argue that one possessed
predisposition to moral or political virtue at birth, both camps strenuously argued
that the individual must choose to develop these virtues, often through disciplining
the body and mind. This notion of virtue underlies what Danielle Westerhof calls
“embodied virtue” associated with chivalry. Gawain’s version of virtue, however,
often seems to omit the means of embodiment prescribed by chivalry: instead,
he appears to treat it as wholly innate. He eliminates the possibility of viewing
virtue as an embodied practice, the dominant model proposed by theologians and
philosophers alike. In so doing, Gawain disallows both his own responsibility to
choose virtue as well as the possibility of amendment. He is left with an absolutist
construction of virtue that predicts his response to Bertilak at the Green Chapel.

Near the end of the fourteenth-century English poem Sir Gawain

and the Green Knight, Gawain laments his choice to keep the green
scarf proffered as a charm against death at the hands of the Green
Knight. This act, he vociferously opines, negates his claims to
virtue: he asserts that retaining the lace proves him “fawty and false”
and lacking the virtues that knightly “kynde” (nature) embodies
(2374-75; 2382-83).1 Certainly, by the terms of the game, Gawain
should relinquish the lace at dinner that day, but his self-excoriation
1 All line numbers refer to The Poems of the Pearl Manuscript: Pearl, Cleanness, Patience, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight (rev. ed.), ed. Malcolm Andrew and Ronald Waldron (Exeter: Exeter UP, 1987).
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for breaking a rule in a courtly game seems excessive.2 Gawain’s
reaction reveals a construction of virtue that differs sharply from
the construction of virtue common to both standard contemporary
religious instruction of laity and manuals of late medieval chivalry.
In the latter models, an individual may embody virtue though habit
or by developing an innate quality.3 Gawain, however, locates the
“right stuff” – the virtue that elevates knights above all others—
in inherited qualities alone. In this view, the “right stuff” is quite
literally “stuff,” part of one’s material being. To this end, he assigns
his merit to his kinship with nobles (356-57) and the traits innate
to knights (2380). But this construction of embodied virtue omits
both embodiment’s habitual quality and the body’s influence on
rational choice, and it prepares Gawain for failure: in locating virtue
in “kind,” or nature alone, he renounces his ability to discipline the
material brain and physically-triggered passions through reason.
His failure to fulfill completely chivalric expectation is thus both
inevitable and excruciating: he avoids the ongoing self-policing
that virtue entails, and any misstep will be read as an irrevocable
judgment of his immutable worth.
Medieval philosophical and theological constructions of
virtue do not generally present it as a static or wholly innate quality.
One of the most famous encapsulations of the virtues is in Thomas
Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae, a thirteenth century compendium
of systematic theology. Thomas defines virtue as “a habitus,” or
operative habit.4 W. D. Hughes explains habitus as “a settled and
steady disposition of a rational being towards a type of activity.
2 The following discuss the identity of Gawain’s fault, the validity of his reaction to
being “found out,” and the “confessions”: Michael Foley, “Gawain’s Two Confessions
Reconsidered,” Chaucer Review, 9 (1974), 73-79; Richard H. Green, “Gawain’s Shield
and the Quest for Perfection,” English Literary History, 29 (1962), 121-39; David F. Hills,
“Gawain’s Fault in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” Review of English Studies n.s., 14
(1963), 124-31.
3 A thorough treatment of embodied knightly virtue is Danielle Westerhof’s Death and the
Noble Body in Medieval England, (Woodbridge, Suffolk: Boydell, 2008), 43-55.
4 All references to Summa Theologiae, 1a2ae.55-67, are taken from Treatise on the Virtues, tr. John A. Oesterle, (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1966).
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Good habit, virtue; bad habit, vice.”5 While the steadiness of such
habit might make a trait appear inherent to the subject, any habitus
results from an individual’s choice to nurture it. These habitūs fall
into three categories: intellectual virtue, consisting of “wisdom,
science [knowledge], and understanding” (1a2ae 57); moral virtues
(justice, temperance, fortitude, and prudence), comprehending
those virtues that act on the “appetitive part of the soul” and cause
people to “choose rightly” in accordance with reason (1a2ae. 58);
and theological virtues (faith, hope, and charity), infused by grace
for the purpose of directing humanity towards its supernatural end
(1a2ae.62). Intellectual and moral virtue perfect humanity towards
its natural end, a good and just life, and do not require divine
infusion (1a2ae62). All virtues are “perfected,” or completed, by
repeated action (1a2ae55); they may be undermined by neglect or
sin (1a2ae53). No one has virtues innately, though one may have
predispositions to intellectual or moral virtue from birth (1a2ae.63).
Such virtues may be called “embodied” in that behavior actualizes
what would otherwise be abstract concepts. Further, they are
embodied insofar as the body completes the action initiated by the
reason and will—whether by performing action or remaining passive
when one might otherwise be tempted to act violently and rashly.6
Similar models of virtue permeate the religious instruction
mandated for England’s laity by Archbishop Pecham (1281) and
subsequently by Archbishop Thoresby (1357).7 Four times per year,
a priest instructed his flock on the seven virtues (theological plus
5 W. D. Hughes, Appendix, Summa Theologiae, v. 23 (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2006),
252.
6 The following offer a lucid explanation of action as embodied: Henrik Bruun and Richard Langlais, “On the Embodied Nature of Action,” Acta Sociologica, 46 (2003), 31-49.
7 Leonard Boyle, “The Fourth Lateran Council and Manuals of Popular Theology,” The
Popular Literature of Medieval England, ed. Thomas J. Heffernan, Tennessee Studies in
Literature, 28 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1985), 30-43; and “The Summa Confessorum of John of Freiburg and the Popularization of the Moral Teaching of St.
Thomas,” St. Thomas Aquinas, 1274-1974: Commemorative Studies, ed. Armand Maurer,
et al., v. 2 (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies, 1974), 44-47. Reprinted in
Pastoral Care, Clerical Education, and Canon Law, 1200-1400.
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moral or cardinal virtues). 8 While some might simply view sins as
individual mistakes to be enumerated at one’s annual confession,
others developed a more nuanced interpretation of virtue and sin as
tendencies.9 R. N. Swanson writes that the focus on virtues expanded
laypeople’s religious obligations to include “what a Christian was
expected to do” as well as believe10: virtue was active.
Three representative fourteenth-century English treatises
present virtue as a habit. Summa Virtutum de Remediis Anime
divides virtue into three categories, the last of which most directly
concerns the seven virtues expected of practicing Christians:
the natural virtues are “powers of soul and body,” perhaps innate
but often developed through physical or intellectual exercise; the
political virtues, which are “acquired by the deeds that are good
by their nature”; and, finally, the virtues of grace, which originate
with divine infusion and concern people’s supernatural end.11
This taxonomy of virtues roughly parallels Aquinas’ intellectual,
moral, and theological virtues. The Book of Vices and Virtues and
Fasciculus Morum, on the other hand, focus almost exclusively on
those virtues that concern an individual’s supernatural end. They
present virtue as tailoring one’s actions to what pleases God most.12
All of these virtues, too, demand choice and action; all must be
maintained or practiced, with the possible exception of a prodigious
gift such as a facility for language. This, then, is the religious context
for a fourteenth century layperson’s knowledge of virtue: virtue is
construed as a habit rather than an innate, immutable essence.
8 Boyle details both the original impetus and the English bishops’ programs in “Fourth
Lateran Council,” 30-36, and “The Summa Confessorum,” 245-52.
9 Bernard Hamilton, Religion in the Medieval West (London: Arnold, 1986), 132-41.
10 Religion and Devotion in Medieval Europe, c. 1215—c. 1515 (Cambridge: Cambridge
UP, 1995), 26.
11 Summa Virtutum, ed. and trans. Siegfried Wenzel (Athens: University of Georgia Press,
1984), 52-60.
12 The Book of Vices and Virtues, ed. W. Nelson Francis, EETS 217 (London: Oxford UP,
1998), 97ff.; Fasciculus Morum: A Fourteenth-Century Preacher’s Handbook, ed. and tr.
Siegfried Wenzel (University Park: Pennsylvania State UP, 1989).
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Chivalry itself has its own complex set of interlaced virtues,
including but not limited to those expected of a practicing Christian.
This intertwining stems from chivalry’s multiple facets: a knight
is at once a devout layman, a military officer, and an aristocrat.13
According to William Caxton’s edition of The Book of the Ordre
of Chyvalry, “The office of a knyght is to mayntene and deffende
the holy feyth.”14 A knight is to meditate upon the twelve articles of
faith and demonstrate such virtues as “fayth, hope, and charyte.”15
They were also to demonstrate the cardinal virtues (sometimes called
political virtues) of fortitude, justice, temperance, and wisdom,
which subordinate impulse to reason and render the subject a better
citizen.16 But Caxton’s text links embodiment of the four cardinal
virtues to a knight’s faith, though the cardinal virtues traditionally
pertain to a person’s temporal life; without faith, it states, a knight
“may not haue in hym good custommes.”17 The depiction of
knightly conduct as “good customs,” or good habits, underscores
the importance of habitus in chivalric virtue; the good customs
distinguish the knight as one who upholds his obligations. Finally,
the aristocrat was to demonstrate courtesy, generosity, loyalty, and
moderation, traits that differentiated him from those equally wealthy
but lacking “noblesse,” which came to be equated with a moral
perfection of nobles that exceeded what the rest of humanity could
imitate.18 Chivalric virtue, thus, entailed such wide-ranging traits as
religious piety, justice in yielding to each his or her due, politeness,
fortitude in enacting all these virtues to the highest degree, and,
finally, that indefinable perfection in all virtues (noblesse). These,
then, are the virtues that distinguish knights from others.
13 This construction is from Maurice Keen, Chivalry (New Haven, CT: Yale UP, 1984),
16-17.
14 Ramon Llull, The Book of the Ordre of Chyvalry, tr. William Caxton, ed., Alfred
Thomas Plested Byles, EETS 168 (London: Oxford UP, 1926), 24-25.
15 Ordre of Chyvalry, 90.
16 Ordre of Chyvalry, 90-91.
17 Ordre of Chyvalry, 90.
18 Westerhof, Death and the Noble Body, 50.
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Noblesse, the predisposition to attain greater perfection in
virtue than others people, is described as an inherited superiority
of both body and behavior; by itself, if was no virtue.19 Indeed,
The Book of the Ordre of Chyvalry remarks, “And lyke as go hath
gyuen to hym and herte to thende that he be hardy by his noblesse /
So ought he to haue in his herte mercy . . . .”20 In other words, God
gives the knight his nobility and the heart to sustain it; noblesse is
thus given rather than developed. Lest one surmise that noblesse
might be graciously infused at any stage of life, Ordre of Chyvalry
insists that only the nobly born may become knights.21 But by itself,
noblesse cannot complete a knight’s virtue: that process required the
knight maintain the body and manners befitting a knight. Diet and
physical training develop the proper body for a mounted warrior,
and religious observance and personal reflection develop the
theological and moral virtues outlined by Aquinas (and nearly every
other medieval commentator on the virtues). In this vein, Llull
asserts that birth alone does not confer virtue: he enjoins knights
exercise both their physical fortitude (through hunting, a typical
upper class pastime) and their moral virtue, and his perception
that knights need reminding of their duties suggests that they must
be instructed in proper practices.22 Geoffroi de Charny, another
commentator on chivalry, provides glimpses of the concern that
birth does not inevitably entail moral virtue when he laments such
practices as powerful lords pillaging peasant lands or wantonly
damaging crops.23 And this embodied virtue requires reason to
assess and avoid courses of action as necessary: virtue required a
knight to control wisely both body and mind so that he bodied forth,
19 This paragraph summarizes Westerhof, Death and the Noble Body, 43-55. Interpolations from Caxton and Charny are my own.
20 Ordre of Chyvalry, 40. Translation: “And as God has given him a heart to the end that
he should be strong in his noblesse, so he ought to have mercy in his heart.”
21 Ordre of Chyvalry, 57.
22 Ordre of Chyvalry, 31
23 The Book of Chivalry of Geoffroi de Charny, eds., trs., and introduction Richard Kaeuper and Elspeth Kennedy (Philadelphia: University of Philadelphia Press, 1996), 177-9.
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pun intended, the innate noblesse he shared with other knights.
Embodied knightly virtue, thus, is embodied through substance as
well as through chosen, reasoned action that shapes and disposes
that substance. Gawain ignores the latter means of embodiment,
much to his own detriment.
If Gawain’s first speech superficially participates in this
tradition of embodied virtue, it ultimately expresses only a material
origin for goodness. In asking Arthur to allow him to face the Green
Knight (who seems more than happy to play his “Christmas game”
with Arthur, who for his part seems more than happy to oblige),
Gawain stresses that his personal virtue derives only from the blood
he shares with Arthur: “Bot for as much as 3e*24 ar myn em I am
only to prayse; / Ne bounté but your blod I in my bodé knowe”
(356-57).25 If kinship to Arthur is his only virtue, that virtue derives
from some heritable quality. Further, in locating his own nobility in
the blood he shares with Arthur and portraying both his excellence
and his blood as contained in his body, Gawain somatizes his virtue.
Though one might counter that this is simply a figurative and
hyperbolic gesture of deference, subsequent events reveal Gawain’s
account of his virtue to be rigidly material.
Gawain’s outburst at the Green Chapel unequivocally
portrays knightly virtue as an unchanging monolithic essence. Upon
Bertilak’s disclosure of his identity and his knowledge of Gawain’s
default, Gawain exclaims,
Corsed worth cowarddyse and couetyse boþe!
In yow is vylany and vyse, þat vertue disstryez (2374-75).
[Cursed be both cowardice and covetousness both!
In you is villainy (i. e., low born behavior) and vice, which
destroy virtue.]

Here, he explicitly identifies his virtue as the loss that so pains him:
vice has destroyed his virtue, leaving him to an unfavorable self24 I cannot find a font to duplicate “yogh” from Middle English. The Arabic number “3”
is used to signify “yogh.” Words in which “3” substitutes for “yogh” are indicated by *.
25 “Only insofar as you are my uncle do I merit praise; I have in my body no worth but
your blood.”
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assessment of his ability to uphold the requirements of knighthood.
In describing his virtue as “destroyed,” he implies that virtue is a
static quality that can be destroyed in one event. He portrays it as
lost through one foolish mistake, as if it were a substance or an object
rather than a habit that can only be lost through consistent neglect
or a pattern of vice. Gawain’s equation of villainy, a term connoting
behavior of villeins and thus people less noble than he, with vice
strongly associates virtue with gentle birth.26 In this passage, he
deviates from the standard construction of virtue as habit embodied
either through practice or through innate predisposition: while such
writers as Llull require that knights be born to nobility, the bulk of
his manual for knights emphasizes the choices they must make in
order to manifest that nobility; the quarterly sermons issued over
contemporary pulpits were to present virtue as a pattern of chosen
behavior, though the original impetus might be infusion.
Later in the same scene, Gawain further equates knighthood
with innate moral virtue:
For care of þe knokke, cowardyse me ta3t*
To acorde me with couetyse, my kynde to forsake:
þat is larges and lewté, þat longez to kni3tez.*
Now am I fawty and false and ferde haf bene euer
Of trecherye and vntrawþe . . . (2379-84).
[Because of fear of thy stroke, cowardice taught me
To ally myself with covetousness, to forsake my “kind”:
That is largess and loyalty that is particular to knights.
Now I am faulty and false, who have ever feared
Treachery and faithlessness (or lying) . . . .]

“Kynde,” at this time, might mean either “nature” or “kindred”27;
here, it can signify both Gawain’s own innate personality and those
who share his chivalric nature. Both, he claims, are permanently
lost: he has “forsaken,” or completely abandoned his nature, and his
misstep proves he lacks virtues of generosity and loyalty (“larges
and lewté”) that knights demonstrate. Gawain’s self-depiction as
having “forsaken” his nature implies his membership in knightly
“kynde” cannot be regained; the intensive prefix “for-” denotes
26 “Villain,” n., Oxford English Dictionary Online (London: Oxford U P, 1989).
27 “Kind,” n., Oxford English Dictionary Online.

Quidditas 85
completeness. He has, he says, been found “fawty and false,”
words that connote irrefutable evidence of inadequacy. In the same
passage, he proclaims, “Al fawty is my fare,”28 as if one mistake
can be generalized to a monolithic, unchangeable character. In
his description, he has been assayed as one would assay a cup to
ascertain its gold content, and he has been found to lack something
in his substance.
Gawain’s final accounting of the incident reckons his missteps
in terms like those of fourteenth century vernacular treatises on the
virtues, but he departs from their norm in treating his mistake as
disqualifying him from any claim to virtue.29 In his eyes, the vices
of covetousness (commonly named among the sins) and cowardice
(not named among the seven deadly sins, but certainly a deficit of
the cardinal virtue of fortitude)30 stain him permanently:
Lo! Lorde,” quoþ þe leude, and þe lace hondeled
þis is þe bende of þe blame I bere in my nek.
þis is þe laþe and þe losse þat I la3t* haue
Of couardise and couetise, þat I haf ca3t* þare.
þis is þe token of vntrawþe þat I am tan inne.
And I mon nedez hit were wyle I may last;
For mon may hyden his harme bot vnhap ne may hit,
For þer it onez is tachched twynne wil hit neuer (2505-2512).
[Lo, lord,” said the man, and fingered the lace,
“This is the bend [heraldic term] of the reproach I wear on my
neck.
This is wound and the loss I’ve taken on
For cowardice and covetousness, which I caught there.
This is the token of the lie (or infidelity) that I was taken in.
And I must wear it as long as I live,
Because a man may hide this deeds but cannot undo them,
For where it is once fixed [with secondary sense of “stained] it
cannot be removed.”]
28 “My conduct is wholly faulty.”
29 The following provides a useful summary of the “two confessions” arguments: Foley,
“Gawain’s Two Confessions Reconsidered,” 73-79.
30 An analysis of cowardice as a vice is offered by Tony Hunt, “Gawain’s Fault and the
Moral Perspectives of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” Trivium, 10 (1975), 1-3, 11-12.
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Gawain proclaims he wears the green scarf before the court in token
of having been “tane in tech [stain] of a faute” (2488).31 Representing
a misdeed as a stain, or “tache,” is common in treatises like The
Book of Vices and Virtues: “Goddes worde,” reads the text, “is a
myrour wher-ynne men seen þe tecches of herte.”32 But The Book of
Vices and Virtues and its kindred rest on the premise that such stains
can be removed through confession and amendment: confession is
“baþing,” or washing that restores the soul to cleanness.33
In the same passage, Gawain also portrays his misdeed
as a wound that can never heal: the green scarf, he claims, is the
“bende” (a heraldic device) denoting the scar on his neck. As he
must wear the badge of his ill fame forever, his wound must also
last forever. This image of sin also recalls the devotional and
instructional literature of the time: sin was often represented as a
wound.34 For example, lechery, according to the Book of Vices and
Virtues, blinds a person.35 The same treatise, however, assures its
readers and their parishioners that confession offers the means by
which all are “clensed and heled”; the anonymous compiler invokes
the example of Namaan, who was “heled of þe sekenesse þat he
hadde,” as a figure of regeneration after confession.36 While Gawain
appropriates the common language of virtue, vice, and confession,
his underlying assumptions differ starkly from the norm: he does not
present virtue or vice as habits, and his “confession” explicitly states
that he cannot be restored to moral health and virtue
Though he might use the language associated with the
dominant models of virtue, Gawain quite clearly flouts it in these
31 “Caught in the stain of a fault.”

32 Vices and Virtues, 224. Translation: “For God’s word is like a mirror in which people
see the spots on their hearts.”
33 Vices and Virtues, 224.
34 George Christian Anderson, “Medieval Medicine for Sin,” Journal of Religion and
Health, 2 (1963), 156-65.
35 Vices and Virtues, 222.
36 Vices and Virtues, 224.

Quidditas 87

scenes. Religiously-directed and chivalric virtue were habitūs and
could not be destroyed so much as supplanted by vice, another
habitus. Gawain’s assertion that one misdeed cannot be undone
may be technically true, but one trivial deed does not destroy an
overall habit of virtue. With respect to one’s ultimate supernatural
end, a pattern of such misdeeds would not constitute irrevocable
failure unless one died without having made a proper confession.
Chivalric embodied virtue rests on innate nobility strengthened
through habit: Llull, who dictates that knights can only be selected
from the nobility, asserts that chivalric virtue requires consistent
work; Geoffroi complains about nobles who fail to live up to their
obligations. The reaction of Gawain’s fellow knights reveals that
judge him to embody well the virtues they prize and do not consider
his gaffe an indelible stain on his chivalric merits: after all is known,
Bertilak acclaims Gawain superior to all other knights to the degree
a pearl is superior to white peas (2364-65)37; Arthur’s court assesses
Gawain as having “honored” their community (2520). A knight’s
habits of piety, courtesy, and justice embody his noblesse: the body
itself completes actions predisposed by an inherited capacity for
moral virtue and made likelier by reason’s training.
Gawain’s notion of embodiment, however, gravitates toward
an absolutist extreme when he somatizes his moral choices: he
attributes his failure to “þe faut and þe fantasye of þe flesche crabbed”
(2433). If he considers the body to be the sole source of chivalric
virtue, he also depicts it as the sole source of his mistake accepting
the green lace. In accusing “fantasye,”38 Gawain blames his body for
his misdeed: “fantasye” denotes a phase in the perception process,
and medieval commentators locate it in the physical brain rather
than the immaterial reason.39 Certainly, medieval medical writers
37 “As þe perle bi quite pese is of prys more, / So is Gawayn, in god fayth, bi oþer gay
kny3tez.”*
38 “Fantasy,” n., 1a, b, Oxford English Dictionary Online.
39 Simon Kemp and Garth J. O. Fletcher, “The Medieval Theory of the Inner Senses,” The
American Journal of Psychology, 106 (1993), 559-576; Whiteford, “Rereading Gawain’s
Wits,” 232.
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generally hold that the physical brain, vulnerable to illness as much
as any other part of the body, might skew perception.40 Certainly, too,
countless religious writers and pastors cautioned their audiences that
they should not submit to the temptations of the flesh; The Book of
Vices and Virtues, for example, warns its audience about lechery, the
sin that “longen alle þinges þat a mannes flesch is meued to.” 41 The
flesh’s influence, however, does not force its complete domination
over reason; if it did, the very virtues, vices, and sacraments to which
Gawain refers would be irrelevant, for there one could not choose to
practice virtue or expunge comfortable vice.
Ironically, while Gawain professes an absolutist, purely
material version of embodied virtue, he ignores the question of
how to monitor and right the material stuff of his body so that he
may demonstrate the knightly “right stuff.” Such diverse people
as Thomas Aquinas, the medical writer Bartholomaeus Anglicus,
and the famed physician Avicenna contend that the physical body
influences choice: the brain itself is a physical organ as fallible as
any other,42 and it may relay faulty perceptions; and the appetites
react to the brain’s perception and initiate an instinctive rather that
coolly, completely rational reaction; and the body the appetites
influence the brain, which itself is an organ that may be affected by
its own physical chemistry or injury. Gawain, however, does not
truly acknowledge the physical limitations on perception, nor does
he admit how irascible and concupiscible appetites trigger socially
unacceptable reactions. His basic humoral composition predisposes
him to misperception, yet he ignores the possibilities of controlling
it through diet, exercise, or the medieval equivalent of cognitive
therapy.43 Instead, Gawain abandons his purportedly superior body
to its own devices, with the result that he foreordains his failure;
40 Kemp and Fletcher, “The Medieval Theory of the Inner Senses,” 562ff.
41 Vices and Virtues, 44. Translation: To this sin “pertain all things to which a man’s
flesh is moved.”
42 Patrick Cruttwell, Physiology and Psychology in Shakespeare’s Age,” Journal of the
History of Ideas, 12 (1951), 82.
43 Anderson, “Medieval Medicine for Sin,” 160.
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in so strictly materializing virtue, he ignores reason’s ability to
question his reactions and shape his actions so he may more truly
embody the virtue he claims; in materializing virtue, he requires of
himself impossible, immutable, monolithic perfection.
Gawain is half right in blaming his misstep on his “fantasye”
and the “flesh crabbed” of which it is a part: the physical brain and the
appetites it influences do affect choice. Avicenna’s influential notion
of perception argues that five “inner wits” controlled the processes
of perception, but will and abstract reason could bridle these brainbound faculties.44 In order, the phases are “common sense,” the
conduit from the external senses; imagination, which retains images;
then cogitatio, the faculty that makes new images of the old ones;
aestimativa, often rendered as “instinct;” and finally, memory, which
banks information for use by cogitatio, aestimativa, and reason.
Reason may inspect what cogitatio offers before allowing instinct
to act, or it may short-circuit inappropriate instinctive responses.45
Others (e. g., Bartholomaeus Anglicus, Thomas Aquinas, and Guy
de Chauliac) posit more, fewer, or different faculties, but they still
represent perception as housed in the brain’s ventricles, while reason
and will comprised the immortal soul.46
Avicenna is representative of medieval medicine in showing
that “commanding motive faculty” (the passions) takes cues from
aestimativa and prompts action.47 These passions, too, develop
from the flesh Gawain maligns. The anonymous Isagoge states
that the emotions are distributed solely by the heart through the
“vital spirits.”48 Similarly, Trevisa’s translation of Bartholomaeus
44 This model is detailed by the following: Simon Kemp and Garth Fletcher, “The Medieval Theory of the Inner Senses,” American Journal of Psychology, 106 (1993), 559-76;
Simo Knuuttila, Emotions in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
2004), 220ff.; and Peter Whiteford, “Rereading Gawain’s Five Wits,” Medium Aevum, 73
(2004), 225-34.
45 Kemp and Fletcher, “The Medieval Theory of the Inner Senses,” 564.
46 Kemp and Fletcher, “The Medieval Theory of the Inner Senses,” 562. All references
from On the Properties of Things: John Trevisa’s Translation of Bartholomaeus Anglicus’
De Proprietatibus Rerum: a Critical Text (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975).
47 Knuuttila, Emotions in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy, 221-22.
48 Knuuttila, Emotions in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy, 213-26. See also H. N.
Gardiner, “The Psychology of the Affections in Plato and Aristotle,” Philosophical Review,
27 (1918), 486.
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Anglicus’ De Proprietatibus Rerum states that “vital spirits” come
from the heart and engender
wraþþe, fitinge, indignation, enuye, and suche passiouns þat
ariseþ in oþir bestis . . . . But in men suche passiouns buþ
ordeyend and iruled by certeyn resoun of wit” (3.15).49

Aquinas writes that the initial impetus of the appetite
originates in the body: the organs of sense identify something
external to the subject to which the appetite reacts.50 The passions
consist of irascible appetite that causes desire to avoid something
and concupiscible appetite that causes desire for things that are
“taken to be pleasurable or useful in achieving pleasurable things.”51
The irascible appetite, in the taxonomies of Albertus Magnus and
Thomas Aquinas, results in “hope, courage, anger, despair, [or]
fear,” several of which are familiar aspects of Gawain.52 Whether
irascible. or concupiscible, for Aquinas passion is “a movement
. . . a process in which a transition is made from potency to act”;
reason may intervene between impulse and action if it judges the
impending action to be unacceptable.53 In other words, perception
triggers emotion, which triggers instinctive reaction.
All these processes are grounded in physical organs rather
than reason, and they may certainly influence action—unless
reason restrains them. According to Avicenna, either reason or
medical remedies could check these appetites if they should become
49 On the Properties of Things: John Trevisa’s translation of Bartholomaeus Anglicus.
Translation: Irascible appetites engender “wrath, fighting, indignation, envy, and such passions that arise in other beasts . . . but in men, such passions be ordained and ruled with
certain reason”
50 Summa Theologiae, v. 17 (1a2ae 6-17), ed. Thomas Gilby (Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
2006); Elisabeth Uffenheimer-Lippens, “Rationalized Passion and Passionate Rationality:
Thomas Aquinas on the Relation between Reason and the Passions,” Review of Metaphysics, 56 (2003), 525, 529-533.
51 Knuuttila, Emotions in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy, 222.
52 Knuuttila, “Medieval Theories of the Passions of the Soul,” Emotions and Choice from
Boethius to Descartes, eds. Henrik Lagerlund and Mikko Yrjönssuri (Dordrecht, Boston,
and London: Kluwer Academic, 2002), 73.
53 Uffenheimer-Lippens, “Rationalized Passion and Passionate Rationality,” 532.

Quidditas 91
disproportionate through overstimulation or illness.54 One might,
for example, cajole oneself out of reacting wrathfully to a perceived
slight, or one might avoid certain foods that made one irritable and
more likely to overreact. Bartholomaeus, as quoted previously,
states that reason must control the effect of emotion; reason must
inspect perception and stifle reactions inappropriate for civilized
humans. If the irascible, or avoidant, appetite is not identified
before it influences instinct, the individual will react on the basis
of fear and instinct rather than reason. Aquinas writes that moral
virtue, that practice of the reasoning soul, restrains these appetitive
reactions (1a2ae58). Not one of these oft-invoked writers advocates
allowing the passions to operate unchecked. Gawain, however, fails
to check his appetitive reactions with reason; instead, he allows his
instinct to govern, whereas the perfect knight would rely on the
carefully-trained second nature consisting in part of fortitude and
temperance.
Gawain’s disparaged “fantasye” does contribute to his
inappropriate retention of the lace, but only insofar as it and the
appetites so triggered remain unexamined. Gawain accepts
monstrous combinations of images (cogitatio) and allows them to
feed into his instinctive assessment, which then leads to undesirable
instinctive action.55 He accepts the green lace because “hit come to
his herte / Hit were a juel for þe jopardé þat hym jugged were” (185556).56 Cogitatio combines stored images, but apparently Gawain’s
is faulty, as it does not weigh any of the possible objections to a
token that both smacks of magic and also requires that he default
on his agreement with Bertilak.57 Instead, he reacts emotionally: it
54 Knuuttila, Emotions in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy, 223.
55 Whiteford, “Rereading Gawain’s Five Wits,” 225-34, contends that Gawain’s failure
lies in the aestimativa, from which he is distracted by Lady Bertilak’s actions.
56 “It came into his heard that this was a treasure destined for him”
57 Richard H. Green, in “Gawain’s Shield and the Quest for Perfection,” holds Gawain
guilty of lacking faith. A contrasting view is presented by T. McAlindon, in “Magic, Fate,
and Providence in Medieval Narrative and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,” Review of
English Studies n.s., 62 (1965), 121-39. Gawain, however, does not weigh either option
so carefully.

Quidditas 92
came to his heart (emphasis mine) that he should accept this; reason
does not assess the situation at all. Further, he acts on instinct: he
accepts the scarf to protect himself from the “jeopardy” that awaits.
In other words, instead of standing fast in the face of adversity, he
metaphorically flinches. Bertilak himself assesses Gawain’s fault
in terms of visceral instinct: “Bot þat was for no wylyde work, ne
wowing nauþer / Bot for 3e* lufed your lyf,” he says (2367-68).58
Regardless of how “natural” such an act seems to a modern reader,
it constitutes a serious lapse in chivalric virtue, for it proceeds from
instinct rather than the reason that was to restrain that instinct and
replace it with steely fortitude.
Gawain’s instinct (aestimativa) and the subsequent passion
are also problematic functions of the flesh: often, his gnawing
fear of losing his self identity runs unchecked on other and forces
instinctive actions that reason might deem undesirable. The first
bedroom temptation scene reveals avoidance rather than a reasoned
response: when Lady Bercilak first enters his bedroom, he feigns
sleeping, rationalizing that “More semly hit were / to aspye wyth
my spelle in space quat she wolde” (1198-99).59 He avoids speaking
first because he fears committing some undefined gaffe that would
be “unseemly.” When she teases him that he can’t be Gawain, he
asks “freschly” (eagerly)60 why so (1294), and the next lines reveal
that he “ferde” (feared) that he had failed in form (1295). In the last
temptation scene, “He cared for his cortaysye, lest craþayn he were
/ and more for his meschef 3if* he schulde make synne / and traytor
to þat tolke þat þat telde a3t”* (1773-75).61 His vaunted courtesy
derives from his fear of being found lacking and ironically is no
virtue at all: virtue requires reasoned restraint of misperception and
instinctive actions.
The final meeting at the Green Chapel reveals both
problematic cogitatio and the same pervasive fear of losing his
58 “But that was for no craftiness, nor for wooing either, but because you loved your
life.”
59 “It would be more mannerly / To figure out her intent surreptitiously.”
60 Andrew and Waldron, Glossary, 320.
61 “He fretted over his courtesy, lest he should churlish / And more for his injury if he
should sin / And be a traitor to that man who owned the house.”
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status. His cogitatio runs wild when he approaches the Green Chapel,
heightening his anxiety and the probability of an explosive reaction:
he mutters to himself that it would be appropriate for the Green
Knight to say “deuocioun on þe Deuelez wyse” in such a place,
which he pronounces “the corsedest kyrk” he has seen (2192-96).62
By the time he reaches the Green Chapel, his fancy has predisposed
him to react suspiciously and fearfully. When faced with the Green
Knight and his axe, Gawain reacts instinctively before the falling
axe (he flinches) (2265-67). Most readers will excuse Gawain’s
quailing before the axe, but Gawain’s own vaunted chivalric virtue
is incompatible with slipping into instinctive fear, and for such
an emotional rather than trained reaction Bertilak twits him: “þou
are not Gawayn,” says Bertilak, “þat is so goud halden / þat neuer
ar3ed* for no here” (2270-71).63 Bertilak does remark, however,
that this is a forgivable instinct (2267-68) and only a minor fault in
an otherwise sterling record (2364-65), but such is cold comfort to
one who predicates his virtue on an innate and immutable essence.
Gawain’s responds to Bertilak with shame and anger, other
irascible reactions to a perceived threat. 64 Bertilak’s revelation of
his identity and his knowledge of Gawain’s “fault” makes “al þe blod
of his [Gawain’s] brest blende in his face” (2371).65 Blood, carrying
spirits that cause emotion and reflexive action, inundates his face
and brain. Then he “schrank for schome” (2372),66 indicating that
he wants to avoid that shame. Immediately thereafter, he flings the
green lace at Sir Bercilak, spewing angry self-denunciation.
Bertilak’s cheery rebukes foreground Gawain’s true
weakness: his faulty perception of the price of being found not to be
a monolith of innate virtue. He cannot fail at any point, according
to his cogitatio and aestimativa; if he does fail, he will lose his
62 “Devotions in the Devil’s manner”; “the most cursed church.”
63 “You are not Gawain, who is held so good and never feared anything.”
64 See the section in irascible spirits above.
65 “All the blood of his chest burst into his face.”
66 “Shrank for shame.”
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chivalric identity forever. His mind, through the faculties that retrieve
and project possibilities, keeps him in omnipresent fear. Gawain
acknowledges as much when he says that he “ferde [has] ben euer /
Or trecherye and untrawþe” (2382). With such fear, Gawain’s mind
is forever primed to avoid a perceived threat. And, indeed, fear
dictates much of his life: he lives in fear of being found wanting,
whether in courtesy, chivalric virtue, game rules, or Christian virtue.
Ironically, the self-image he so desperately tries to protect rests on
untenable philosophy that devalues reasoned practice and dissuades
him from monitoring his own physically-mediated impulses.
Gawain’s body composition is the third element of the
perfect storm presented by his problematic flesh: in medieval
humoral medicine,67 he would be called melancholic of nature, a
physical trait thought to exacerbate the very problems of perception
and overreaction Gawain demonstrates. Medieval medical writers
characterize the melancholic individual in terms of meticulousness,
humility, momentary mental paralysis in the face of a challenge, fear
of an untimely end, obsessive dread, and undue worry.68
At his best, Gawain uses the meticulousness and humility
associated with the melancholic temperament to the advantage of the
court. Using his finely-honed verbal skills and nominating himself
for an unpleasant task, he averts impending catastrophe in Camelot,
as Arthur wants to take on the Green Knight if no one else does:
“Wolde 3e,* worþilych lorde,” quoþ Wawan to þe kyng,
“Bid me bo3e* fro þis benche and stonde by yow þere,
þat I wythoute vylanye my3t* voyde þis table,
And þat my legge lady lyked no ille,
I wolde come to your counseyl bifore your cort ryche.
For me þink hit not semly—as hit is soþ knowen-þer such an askyng is heuened so hy3e* in your sale,
þa3* 3e* yourself be talenntyf, to take hit upon yourseluen,
Whil mony so bolde you aboute vpon benche sytten
67 Medieval medical theory holds that there are four humors in the human body—choler,
melancholy, phlegm, and blood—and the balance between them in a healthy individual
partly determines his or her character and physical traits.
68 Lynn Thorndike, “De Complexionibus,” Isis, 49 (1958): 407; Trevisa, De Proprietatibus, 4.11.
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þat vnder heuen I hope non ha3erer* of wylle
Ne better bodyes on bent þe baret is rered.
I am þe wakkest, I wot, and of wyt feblest,
And lest lur of my lyf, quo laytes þe soþe.
Bot for as much as 3e* ar myn em I am only to prayse;
Ne bounte’ but your blod I in my bode’ knowe.
And syþen þis note is nys þat no3t* hit yow falles,
And I haue frayned hit at yow fyrst, foldez hit to me” (343-359).
[If you would, “noble lord,” said Gawain to the king,
“Ask me to leave this bench and stand there by you,
So that I may leave the table without being churlish
And if it didn’t displease my lady,
I’d like to offer counsel before your great court.
It doesn’t seem appropriate to me, truth be known,
When such a question is put up so stridently in your hall,
That though you are willing, to take it on yourself
While so many valiant knights are sitting around you at the table
That I dare not hope never under heaven to see doughtier
Nor better bodies on the field when battle is raised.
I am the weakest, I know, and feeblest of wit,
And of least consequence should I lose my life, truth be known.
Only insofar as you are my uncle do I merit praise;
I have in my body no worth but your blood.
And since this is so petty a concern that it does not fall to you,
And I have asked you first, grant it to me.”]

In this speech, Gawain defers repeatedly to his uncle and aunt,
first on the basis of table manners (one should ask to be excused),
then as a courtly gesture to the lady, then, finally, asking permission
to let Arthur off the proverbial hook (or axe). He also averts what
could become a squabble over an unwanted privilege by claiming
that he would be least missed if he were to perish and has asked
first. Here, his basic predisposition correlates with his courteous and
carefully-scripted entreaties. If this scene might be taken as proof
that his virtue is his by nature, one must counter that Gawain’s real
virtue lies in his reasoned use of the materials with which he has
been endowed: caution, delicacy, and humility, all nurtured through
proper upbringing in the court.
Gawain’s fastidiousness also manifests itself in his obsessive
and fearful attention to maintaining his reputation. In particular,
the temptation scenes show him straining to meet Lady Bertilak’s

expectations of his courtesy, which forms part of the basis of his
chivalric reputation. He walks a verbal tightrope in gently parrying
Lady Bercilak’s double-entendres without rebuffing her harshly
or accusing her of saying more than she actually is. In the first
temptation scene, she refers to his courtly reputation and states “3e*
are welcum to my cors / Yowre awen to wale” (1236-37),69 to which
he replies that he is unworthy of her attentions, as he cannot be the
man so represented (1240-47). Later, when she teases him that he is
not Gawain because he has not demonstrated the requisite courtesy,
he is described as having “ferde lest he had fayled in fourme of his
castes” (1295).70 Though he is depicted as courteous, he remains
essentially fearful and self-absorbed; he does not express concern
for his interlocutor’s feelings. Instead, he fetishizes these rules
of courtesy to defend himself against being accounted “craþayn.”
Lady Bertilak’s dainty assaults on Gawain’s self-image, which rest
on misperceived requirements of virtue, risk exacerbating Gawain’s
obsessive tendencies and pushing them into the realm of disorder.
Eventually, Gawain begins to illustrate the perils of a
melancholic temperament pushed too far without remedy: he begins
to exhibit signs of ill mental health. Gilbertus describes one kind
of madness as follows: “But comonly þo þat han þis sikeness of
malencoly, þe han moche sorowe, and dreden myche of þing
þat is not to drede, and þenken of þing þat is not to þenke on.”71
Bartholomeus provides a slightly longer description of melancholy
that has become an illness:
Melancholia . . . is a suspeccioun of þat hath maistrie of þe soule,
þe which comeþ of drede and of sorwe. And þese passiouns beþ
divers: madnes hatte mania and madnes þat hatte malencolia,
by diverse greuynge and hurtynge of worching, for in mania
69 “You are welcome to my body, to take as your own.”
70 He “feared that he had failed in the pattern of his speech.”
71 Faye Marie Getz, Healing and Society in Medieval England: A Middle English Translation of the Pharmaceutical Writings of Gilbertus Anglicus, (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991), 14. Translation: “But commonly those who have this illness because
of melancholy--they have much sorrow, and dread greatly things that are not to dread, and
think of things that don’t bear thinking about.” Note: Gilbertus differs from Bartholomaeus in defining mania; for Gilbertus, it is a general term, while for Bartholomaeus it is
a specific kind of madness.

principalich þe ymaginacioun is ihurt and the oþir resoun is ihirt.
And þese passiouns comeþ somtyme of malencoly metis; and
sometyme of dringke of stronge wyne þat brenneþ þe humours
and turneþ hem into askes; sometyme of passiouns of þe soule,
as of besynes, and grete þouGtes of sorwe, and of to greet studie,
and of drede (7.6).
[Melancholia is a suspicion that has control of the soul, which
comes from dread and sadness. And these passions are different:
madness called mania and madness called melancholy, by
different damaging mechanisms, for in mania the imagination
is the most injured; with the other, reason is damaged. And
these passions come at times from melancholy meats, and on
occasion from drinking strong wine that burns the humors and
turns them to ash, sometimes from the passions of the soul, for
example from fussiness, and from negative thoughts, from fear,
and from thinking about things that don’t bear thinking about.]

While these accounts differ in discussing natural or unnatural
melancholy, they describe similar behaviors: needless meticulousness,
worry, rumination, undue suspicion, faulty perception, and skewed
reason. Cogitatio and aestimativa suffer under these conditions,
generating faulty images to which the appetites will react.
On the last full day of his stay, Gawain shows symptoms
of a brain compromised by disproportionate melancholy. He has
nightmares, a traditional sign of imbalance. The last temptation
scene commences with a description of Gawain muttering in his
sleep: “In dre3* drouping of dreme draueled þat noble” (1749).72
As Peter Whiteford notes, the medieval theory of dreams held that
dreams combine images from waking without reason’s steadying
influence; after waking, these images might remain in the memory as
fact. Gawain’s mind has presented him with disordered, disturbing
images that make his acceptance of the lace more likely: grisly
imaginings stoke the cogitatio and prepare aestimativa to initiate a
fearful reaction.73
The next night, he experiences insomnia, both a sign of
melancholy and a predictor of an unstable waking mind. Almost
72 “In deep sleep of dreams, that noble murmured.”
73 Whiteford, “Rereading Gawain’s Five Wits,” 231-32.
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point for point, he matches Bartholomaeus’ description of sleep
deprivation, which might originate with dry humors such as
melancholy or choler:
Wakynge ouer mesure is defaute my3t* to slepe and is an euel
of þe brayne contrary to litargye. And þis euel comeþ of to grete
meunge of þe brayne and dryness of reed choler oþir blake, or
intemperat hete, and of to salte humours. Of alle þise comeþ
inordinat wakynge, and angwisch folowiþ, colour changiþ,
and besy þouGtis encresiþ and rauynge and vnresonable
suspeciouns. (7.9)
[Insomnia is a lack of power to sleep and is an ailment of
the brain contrary to lethargy. And this illness comes of too
much movement of the brain and the dryness of red choler or
black choler [melancholy], or excessive heat, and of too salty
humors. Of all this comes insomnia, and anxiety follows, color
changes, and obsessive thoughts increase, as well as raving and
unreasonable suspicion.]

Just so, the night before his meeting with the Green Knight, “ þe
leude lystened fil wel, þat le3* in his bedde— / þa3* he lowkez
his liddez ful lyttel he slepes / Bi eche kok þat crue he knwe well
þe steuen” (2005-7).74 The next day, his grisly imaginings of the
Green Knight as a servant of the devil conform to the melancholic
tendency to morbid conjecture or “suspicion”: “Wel bisemez þe
wy3e* wruxled in grene / Dele here his deuocioun on þe Deuelez
wyse” (2190-91).75 His individual constitution fed lurid images to
his cogitatio, making an in appropriate reflex action likely.
And such a reflex reaction there is: Gawain, faced with the
vitiation of his claim to monolithic, innate chivalric virtue, abandons
the learned courtesy and explodes into an instinctive, defensive
verbal response. His meticulousness rears up in frightful form: for
keeping the green lace that should have been given to Bercilak in
fulfillment of the terms of their game, Gawain considers himself
74 “The man listened carefully who lay in his bed— / Though he looks at his eyelids, he
does not sleep much / He heard each cock that crowed.”
75 “It would fitting for the man in green / To worship the Devil here.”
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“fawty and fals”(2384) and adds, “Al fawty is my fare” (2386).76
This one petty act proves the substance of the whole, and it is not
a substance that he wishes to claim. In response to this loss, he
bodies forth the raving and paranoia befitting the sleep-deprived
melancholic rather than the courtesy of a self-possessed knight. He
accuses vice, Bercilak, and women in general for having betrayed
him (2375, 2379, 2414-26). He also accuses his body, which both
demonstrates his materialist conception of virtue and, paradoxically,
his disavowal of any willful choices in the failure (2435).
But Gawain may moderate this aspect of his problematic
flesh, too, or he may circumvent it with reason. The brain’s very
physicality, writes Patrick Cruttwell, means that it was considered
as “liable to the humours as any other part,” and therefore to be
treated medically.77 Gilbertus writes that the man suffering from
melancholy “must leue malencolius metis and vsen metis þat ben
moiste, as fisshe and ripe fruytis, and borage.”78 Such a person
should also “absteyne from long fasting and also from ydelness,
from wraþþe, from waking, from colde.”79 Bartholomaeus states
explicitly that melancholy may result from fussiness, food, worry,
and dread (7.6), thereby implying that controlling these factors
mitigates the problem. He also states that reason must control the
emotions that might otherwise cause inappropriate reactions (3.15).
Gawain, however, follows precisely the wrong dietary and
activity program, often because he fears being found discourteous.
As any good guest would, he accepts (“graunteþ “) his host’s
proposed game: he is to lie abed while the rest of the men hunt;
at the end of the day, they will swap their winnings (1096-1109).
Implicitly, the game would be presented to Gawain at dinner; it is
difficult to imagine how a single knight on horseback would ferry
76 “My conduct is wholly faulty.”

77 “Physiology and Psychology in Shakespeare’s Age,” Journal of the History of Ideas,
12 (1951), 82.
78 Getz, Healing and Society, 14. Translation: He “should avoid melancholy foods and
use foods that are moist, such as fish, ripe fruit, and ‘borage.’”
79 Getz, Healing and Society, 3. Translation: He should “abstain from long fasting and
also from idleness, from wrath, from waking, from cold.”
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home the game described. In order to be a good guest, he must
appreciate (and eat) his prize the first two days.80 Unfortunately,
all his edible winnings exacerbate melancholy. The deer of the
first day’s hunt are phlegmatic meat, according to Gilbertus, and
therefore prone to exacerbate melancholic temperaments,81 and as
they are all female, they are even more phlegmatic than other deer.82
Boar, while Galen praises pork as the most nutritious of all foods, is
an older, and thus drier meat—again, prone to exacerbate problems
with melancholy.83 Overmuch rest, as in the case of lying abed while
the rest of the men go hunting, resembles as the “ydleness” against
which Gilbertus warns. The one trump card he retains, despite his
deepening melancholy and passivity, is his reason, should he choose
to acknowledge his need for it. But here, as elsewhere, he chooses
to abdicate his responsibilities for practicing reasoned choice.
Gawain’s construction of embodied virtue, in the end, sets
him up to fail in embodying the virtue he prizes. This strictly
material virtue is innate, instinctive, self-sufficient, and evident
in all a knight’s deeds. If it is innate and completely sufficient
to uphold the requirements of chivalry, then the knight need not
choose to practice it; it practices itself and cannot fail. This rigid,
monolithic conception of virtue entails that any failure at any point
proves a knight’s substance; the judgment is irrevocable. For this
reason, Gawain lives in fear of committing unknightly conduct, as
a single act could prove him lacking. Such fear, however, reveals
inappropriate perceptions disinterred from memory by cogitatio
when Gawain needs to assess himself again; he has misunderstood
what his training as a knight was to have taught him, and he replays
this misperception each time he feels himself teetering on the brink
of a mistake. Such misperception generates mistaken instinctive
act—in this case, the acceptance of the green scarf and, what is
80 I have been unable to find any evidence for foxes being considered food, and Bercilak
complains that all he has to offer is the animal’s pelt (1944).
81 Getz, “Healing and Society,” 2.
82 Brenda S. Gardenour, “Women in Science,” Medieval Science, Technology and Medicine, 522-24; also, while it is scattered throughout, Bartholomaeus often refers to the
phlegmatic nature of female animals.
83 Mark Grant, ed. and tr., Galen’s On the Properties of Foodstuffs (London and New
York: Routledge, 2000), 154.
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worse, Gawain’s complete abandonment of his vaunted courtesy in
his last interview with the Green Knight. He charges his body as
the culprit in his misdeeds, yet his reason has always had the power
to override the body’s misperceptions, instincts, or predispositions.
But it remains uncalled, as Gawain does not admit his need for it.
In so doing, Gawain chooses against practicing virtue: he does not
commit to choosing what reason dictates for a knight; instead, he
trusts in the body’s instinctive reactions. In his vision of himself as
superior in degree to other human beings, he sacrifices the one thing
that makes true embodied virtue possible: reasoned choice.
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